ABC lipid transporters: extruders, flippases, or flopless activators?
Many mammalian ABC transporters move membrane lipids to acceptor lipid assemblies in the extracellular aqueous milieu. Because the desorption from the membrane costs more energy than provided by two ATPs, the transporter probably only translocates the lipid to a partially hydrophilic site on its extracellular face. From this high-energy site, the lipid may efficiently move to the acceptor, which ideally is bound to the transporter, or, in the absence of an acceptor, fall back into the membrane. If the lipid originated from the cytosolic membrane surface, this represents lipid flop and is probably a side activity of the transporters.